KWANGSI

Having spied out the potentialities of Nanning, I retraced
my steps for a hundred miles to Kweiyuen, where the road
branches north. At Kweiyuen I found a Government hostel
for travellers, pleasantly clean and quiet, but unfortunately
near another of those ornamental lakes where mosquitoes
abound. I got up early and watched an old man fishing for
frogs among the lotus leaves, with a rod and line and a locust
for bait. In Kwangsi as in Hunan the motorist's course is
regularly punctuated by ferries. In Kwangsi they were
extremely good. The large pontoon, capable sometimes of
holding two laden buses, was moved across by a launch, if the
river was wide as at Kweiyuen, otherwise by men poling or by
the principle of the English drag. The banks were invariably
steep, and a lot of people have been drowned through cars
running down, straight across the pontoon and into the river.
It was a hair-raising performance in the dilapidated cars we
were using, and even when I walked down the slope I was
terrified for my baggage. However, judicious use of reverse
gear always saved the situation, and the series of ferries was
safely crossed.

Liuchow, the next big town on the road, is right in the
centre of the province, astride the third big Kwangsi river,
which runs from the west down to the south-east corner, joining
the West river some distance above Wuchow. There was a
military airfield at Liuchow, and a group of American pilots.
It was a busy little town, and by this stage of my journey I
began to see signs of the North. More people spoke Mandarin
than Cantonese ; they were sturdier physically and the streets
were more alive. The natives of this region wear a peculiar
hat ; it is a conical straw, yet the cone itself does not sit upon
the head but is supported two inches above it by a light bam-
boo framework or crown. I think they get the idea from the
scenery, which is unique. For fifty miles between Liuchow and
Kweilin the traveller sees nothing but little precipitous lime-
stone hills or tors, up to four hundred feet in height, scattered
haphazard in all directions. It is barren country on the whole,
and these gap-toothed erections give it an eerie, other-planet
air. The view along the winding streams at some of the ferries
can be unbelievably beautiful, utterly fantastic, the sort of
thing one expected in China and seldom found.
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